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ABSTRACT 

Recent research has suggested that children acquire 
i^ortant knowledge and attitudes about drugs early in their 
development. To explore the extent of preschoolers' knowledge of 
alcoholic beverages, two studies were conducted. In the first study, 
20 children, 10 from families with alcoholic fathers and 10 controls, 
participated in Piagetian-like tasks to determine their cognitions 
about alcohol and its uses. Preliminary findings from this pilot 
study indicated that most of the study children possessed 
considerable knowledge about alcoholic beverages. In additioTi, 
children in alcoholic families did not perform significantly better 
on these tasks, although differences were in the predicted direction. 
In the second study, 131 preschool children performed the same tasks. 
Results from this study parallelled the initial findings. Most of 
these children already possessed considerable knowledge about the 
appropriate users of alcoholic beverages. These data showed that 
alcoholic beverages were selected for adults as their beverage of 
choice far more often than they were selected for children, and that 
alcoholic beverages were selected more often for adult males than for 
adult females. Further analyses of these data, based upon the 
chronological age of the preschool child who was completing the 
appropriate beverage task, showed that even the youngest children in 
the sample selected alcoholic beverages far more frequently for 
adults than for children, and performance on this task showed minimal 
age effects. These findings suggest learning about alcoholic 
beverages begins early in a child's life, and educational programs 
could appropriately begin with kindergarten. (Author/BL; 
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ABSTRACT 

Uttle Is known concerning early learning about drugs and their 
uses. Current prevention efforts foci© upon the adolescent's personal 
experiences and peer group Influences as significant sources of 
knowledge about drugs. Recent evidence on children's knowledge of 
alcoholic beverages sug^ts that attitu(tes and knowled^^ about 
specific drugs develop nidi earlier than adolescence. Tw studies were 
conducted to detersHne whether preschool children have knowledge of 
alcoholic beverages and their uses. Study 1 compared alcohol related 
cognUions of preschool children who live in alcoholic faiailies, to 
those of sase &^ comnmity control peers. Prellsilnary findings from 
this pilut study Indicated that aost of these children (alcoholic and 
control) possessed cof^iderable knwl edge about alcoholic beverages. 
In addition, children In alcoholic families did not perform 
significantly better on these ta^s, althoug^i differences were in the 
predicted direction. Study 2 was done to replicate our preliminary 
findings on children's knowled^ of alcoholic beverages, using a larger 
normative sample. Results fro® this study parallelled our initial 
findings; fflost of these children already possessed considerable 
knowledge about the appropriate users of alcoholic beverages. 
Discussion focuses on needed revisions in current prevention programs 
and theories of substance abuse developmen*-. 



II«TR0OiK:TI0N 



Subsfcance abuse and Hs related problems of adulthood are 
currentlv considered to be one of the most serious health related 
probletns In the United States. There Is si onff leant ev1(tence that 
attitudes about druas In adolescence are intimately linked with actual 
use and abuse, and are predictors of onset as well as extent of 
involvement In the future. Modern prevention and educational efforts 
focus upon the Individual adolescent's peer «nroup as the major source 
of this knowled^ and these attitudes. 

Data collected with cross-sectional laethods (Jahoda & Cranond, 
1972; Spleqler, 1^) as well as limited longitudinal evlderice (Altken, 
1978), strongly sug^ts that children acquire Important knowled^ and 
attitudes much earlier, possibly In the child's family of origin, and 
that adolescent peer group influences may be of lesser lEiportance than 
previously supposed. Since some evidence shows that the Individual's 
attitudes and expectancies about future drug Involvement are even more 
1fq>ortant than general personality factors, this early learning about 
drugs may be of critical Isiportance. l^lle a few prior longitudinal 
studies of adult substance abusers have been conducted, none begins 
before age 18 and none have collected data on drug specific attitudes 
or knowledge that may specifically predict future problems. Most of 
the previous work In this area has Ignored substance specific aspects 
of the disorder and has utilized g1oL»a1 adjustment models when 
atte<npt1ng to iHjIld predictive models for later outcomes. 

Two studies were conducted to explore the extent of preschooler's 
knowledge of alcoholic beverages. Study 1 was a pilot study that 
evaluated children's cogn1t1oi» about alcoholic beverages In two 
carefully matched groups of preschool children and their families. The 
first group of families (N » 10) has alcoholic fathers /husbands, and 
the comparison group (N » 10) has no paternal alcohol problems. Since 
male children of alcoholic f attars are at high risk to become 
alcoholics as adults, they coi^lse a group that is higher In eventual 
siri>3tance abuse potential as CMipared to control children. For this 
study we used two measures, a smelling task developed to determine 
children's ability to recognize alcoholic beverac^ by smell, and an 
appropriate beverages task that evaluates children's knowledge of 
appropriate users of alcoholic beverages. We were first attempting to 
determine whether any of these young children possessed knowledge of 
alcoholic beverages and Its uses; and secondly, whether the high risk 
children had special cognitions about alcoholic beverages. 

Study 2 used the appropriate beverages task to detena^ne whether 
Initial pilot findings could be replicated with a large normative 
saiple (N 131). The purpose of this work was to determine whether 
encouraging preliminary findings from otjr pilot study were trul'' 
Indicative of the extent of children's early knowledge of appropriate 
u«»ers of alcoholic beverages. 
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NETWO'Study 1 



Our cohort of experlnefiial children (ages 2 1/2 to 6 years) Is 
being obtained by locating fathers recently arrested for drunk driving 
with Intact faisllles and b1<K»d alcohol levels. A definitive 

diagnosis of paternal alcoholism accordlM to Research Olaonoslc 
Criteria (Fels^ner, R<^1ns, (kize, Uoodruff, Ulnokur, & Nunoz, 1972) Is 
Bide subsequent to our Initial recrultiaent using osjltlple 
questionnaires, Interviews, and available legal documents. Control 
rani lies are recruited frm the sane census tract by going door to door 
within the neis^rfwod until another family Is located with a child 
the saae age and birth position, as well as the same nusber of 
sibling^. This careful recrultaent scheiae has enabled us to raatch 
families on a niober of child related variables of Interest, as well 
as faslllal variables of social prestige, religion, and aoe of parents 
(Noll, 1983). Control families are screened for paternal alcoholism. 

alcoholic families and S8t of control families contacted have 
ac.k-eed to participate (total N thus far is 24 families). Children's 
knowledge about alcotolic be^agc»s ami drilling are assessed during 
the sixth of ^ 8 data collection sessions with the family. The 
assessment occurs In ^ project's mobile van-laboratory and utilizes 3 
Plagetian like tasks to determine the child's cognitions about 
alcoholic beverages and its users. Task 1 is a smelling game developed 
to determine children's ability to recognize alcofralic beverag««s by 
smell. Tkak 2 Is an appropriate bevera<K; task where children are shown 
11 drawings of adults and children in /iimerous settings and asked what 
the characters in the drawings would '^Ike to drii^ from an array of 10 
photographs (5 alcoholic and 5 non-alcoholic). Task 3 is an object 
sort where the child is aiven several object sorts to con^lete, 
including 1 with various alcoholic and non-alcoholic beverages. This 
last task assesses the child's grasp of the concept of 'alcoholic 
beverages' as a specific sub-set of things to drii^. [Hiring the course 
of these experimental procedures children are asked a series of 
questions about their experiences already with alcohol, as well as 
their future drinking plans. 



RESILTS-Study 1 

All children performed remarkably i^ll on the smelling task and 
the appropriate beverage task (see Table 1). They selected alcoholic 
beverages as adult's beverage of choice far more often than they 
selected alcoholic beverages as the be'.erage of choice for children. 
They al&o selected alcoholic beverages for men to drink more often than 
they selected alcoholic beverages for women to consume. The children 
in families with paternal alcoholism did not perform differently on 
these tasks than did the control children. 
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PCmX)-Study 2 



Several local day care centers were contacted to obtafn permission 
to use our appropriate beverage task vlth children enrolled In their 
day care between the ages of 38 and 72 aonths. Children were evaluated 
Individually In the day care center by a graduate student In clinical 
child psychology. A total of 131 children were tested during this 
phase of our research. 



REStlTS-Study 2 

Data collected froo a larger norsatlve cohort of preschool 
children replicated pilot findings frooi Study 1. Tt«se data (Figure 1) 
showed that a1co)»11c beverages were selected for adults as their 
bevera^ of choice far sore often than they were selected for children 
(p < .§81) and that alcoholic beverages were selected o»re often for 
adult sales ttian for adjU feaales (p < .^1). Further analyses of 
these data based upon the chromloglcaT tge of the preschool child who 
was conpletlng the appropriate beverage task (Figure 2) showed that 
even the youngest children In our sample selected a 1 acholic beverages 
far aiore frequently for adults than for children (p <.e01), and 
perforsance on this task showed islnlaal age effects. 



OISCUSSKItf 

The data reported In this paper strongly suggest that learning 
about alcoholic beverao^s begins very early 1". a child's life. Our 
Initial findings on a saall pilot cohort of preschoolers from our 
vulnerability study (Zucker, Baxter. Noll, Iheado, & Well, 1982) were 
replicated with a larger ncmallve saii9>le of children. Most 
renarfcably, although we anticipated that the youngest children In our 
sanple would iwt deaonstrate knowled^ about appropriate users of 
alcoholic beverages, they performed nearly as well as the older 
children. These data show that children are acquiring knowledge? about 
alcohol and Its uses very early In llfei this process of Knowledge 
acquisition appears to begin even before a child is 3 years old. 
Contrary to our expectations, children with alcoholic fathers did not 
perform better on these tasks, althou^ the differences between 
children of alcoholics and control dtlldren were in fehe predicted 
direction. 

These data show that learning about dr inking begins to occur 
"rtaturally" even before a child enters kindergarten and suggests that 
education prograos about alcohol and its uses could appropriately beoin 
with kindergarten (or before!). Proaraas could be <tevc1oped to Batch 
the child's eserging cognitive abilities and would hopefully be 
received better when oresented as children naturally learn about 



alcohol, ratfwr than vaftfng until children are o1(ter and have already 
sa^ ^ considerable knowledge about the use of alcohol and other 
drugs. The tasks developed for this research project demonstrate the 
types of aaterials that can be used and understood by preschool 
children. 

Although we anticipated that the children of alcoholics iifould 
desonstrate different cognitions about alcohol on these tasks, and an 
earlier preliniRary aimlysis shoved significant differences, the data 
at this tine do not show differences in cognitions about alcohol 
between chi1<firen of alcoholics and controls. Vork is currently 
underway to expand tue size of our saaple of risk and control 
children, as well as to complete further analyses of these data. 
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Tab1« 1. Study 1 - Basic findings. 

1. CNILOHEN ^ECTED ALCOWLIC BEVERAGES MORE OFTEN FOR DRAUINQS 
OF ADULTS THAR TVCY DID FOR DRAUIUfOS OF CHaORER (p < Mi). 

2. CHILDREN SELECTED ALOI^LIC BEVERAGES NORE OFTEN FOR PICTIRES 
OF MEN TIMI lOSN (p < .Odl). 

3. CHILDREN WTN ALOmiC FATIOS lOE SLIGHTLY BEHIER AT 
IKNnFYINB M.COHOLIC AVERAGES BY 9ELL WM CtmiJLS (n.S. ). 

4. CHILOiSN \aiH ALCOiaiC FATICRS SaECTED ALCOHaiC BEVERAGES 
AS AOarS' KVERA6E (T CHOICE SLIGHTLY NOf^ mWi THAN 
CONTRaS (n.s.). 



Figure 1. Mean Number-^ of Alcoholic Beverage Choices Hade by 
Preschoolers as Reuted to Sex and Age of Stimulus 
Figure (N=131). 
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Figure 2. 



Mean Number^ of Alcoholic Beverage Choices Made by Preschoolers 
AS Reuted to their own Age and Age of Stimulus Figure (N=131). 
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